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We need to talk about ... economics 
Stuart CUNNINGHAM 
 
Abstract 
This paper expands a short plenary panel address given at the Cultural Studies Association 
of Australia Conference in 2012. Taking up the general conference theme of ‘What matters 
to Cultural Studies’, and with particular respect to the debates in cultural, media and 
communication studies about creative industries, it argues that we need a fundamental 
debate about the strands of neo Marxist political economy that have traditionally 
underpinned what is usually regarded as ‘critical’ cultural studies, and the inadequacy of 
cultural economics to advance our understanding of the relation of economic and cultural 
value. The paper briefly discusses institutional economics, evolutionary economics, and 
innovation economics –strands in heterodox economics alternative to that of political 
economy and cultural economics, which have been more effective within the economics 
discipline in critiquing and modifying the dominant neo-classical paradigm than political 
economy. 
 
 
 
 
 
I want to take up the “economies” part of the conference’s theme, “Materialities: 
Economies, Empiricism and Things”, and engage with those critics of the creative industries 
position within media, cultural and communication studies. There’s certainly been a bit of 
(symbolic) attempted patricide on the creative industries side, but there has been an even 
stronger disavowal of parentage, even a bit of—always symbolic—attempted infanticide, on 
the other. 
In responding to the broad spirit of the critics of the creative industries position, I do 
so with serious respect for their scholarship, and with great trepidation.  Because it is an all-
star cast: Andrew Ross, Andy Pratt, Kate Oakley, Nicholas Garnham, Jim McGuigan, Toby 
Miller, Ned Rossiter, Justin O’Connor and Graeme Turner, to name the more prominent. But 
I am also mindful of what Freud called the “narcissism of small differences”. The critics and 
I share more in common than what we disagree about, and this should be reflected in how 
the debates are conducted. 
There are many aspects to the debate about the creative industries, but if we boil it 
down I think its essence is that the concept stands accused of importing neoliberal 
hypercapitalism into the heartland of culture, causing what Kate Oakley (2009: 412) calls a 
“thin” notion of cultural value. 
Outside the academy—where the actually existing creative industries (not the concept 
about which there is so much debate) are to be found, in the creative sector, the cultural 
institutions, and in the policy and program-delivery bureaux whose job it is to support the 
sector—no one doubts the value of culture. It is a given, however much the suitability of 
differing forms of cultural expression and rationales for their support may be contestable. 
What these actors want, when it comes to accounting for culture, is measured, evidence-
based accounts that work in their terms. Far from economism dominating a baleful and 
harassed culture, it is the lack of an economics useful for their circumstances that harass 
most of the people I know and work with in commercial industry, the non-government 
organisations/not-for-profit sector, and policy. 
This is a problem because there is isn’t nearly enough work done in applied economics 
of culture that captures what is actually going on in what Lash and Urry called the 
“culturisation” of the economy. The concept marks a sharp break from the core critical 
cultural insight from mid-century of the “industrialisation of culture” (Adorno and 
Horkheimer’s original dystopian version of the Culture Industry). Instead of culture being 
suborned by the industrial age, the post-industrial is characterised by “ordinary 
manufacturing industry . . . becoming more and more like the production of culture” ((Lash 
& Urry 1994: 123). Their “culturisation” thesis sees not only standard cultural products and 
services growing as a proportion of the general economy—that was the starting point for the 
whole idea of creative industries—but also cultural ideas, processes and dispositions being 
recognised and adopted in non-cultural products and services like mobile phones, clothes, 
education (games-based learning), retail precincts (malls as entertainment venues), and so 
on. 
And inside the academy, I don’t think a lack of support for or appreciation of cultural 
value is the nub of the problem that critics have with the creative industries approach. After 
all, we’re sort of there or thereabouts when it comes to shared values and perspectives on 
popular culture and even alternative culture. We’ve come largely out of the same intellectual 
heritage in that domain, even though there are quibbles about lost golden ages, degrees of 
progressivity and promise around the digital, and so on. I may be stretching the presumed 
amity here, because I want to take seriously Freud’s warning about the narcissism of small 
differences, but I think much of this kind of disagreement gets resolved over time as history 
moves on and the data rolls in. 
It is the types of economics that are being used that are the problem. 
Or better, this is a problem because we haven’t had a substantive debate about 
economics and culture. It may be why we are passing each other like ships in the night—
with a few too many volleys of shot across the bows as we go. It reminds me of John 
Maynard Keynes’ point that “The ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when 
they are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood. 
Indeed the world is ruled by little else. Practical men, who believe themselves to be quite 
exempt from any intellectual influence, are usually the slaves of some defunct economist” 
(1936: 383).  
The economics paradigm our field has relied on for decades needs close examination 
and updating. 
It is a species of neo-Marxist political economy and it has certainly been subject to 
much critique and amendment within our field, with crude base-superstructure models 
giving way to much more nuanced accounts of human agency, textual and audience/user 
productivity, and so on. 
For many at the cutting edges of our field, these debates are virtually over, with a 
sociological envelope over what constitutes the society-culture-economy triad, and much 
interest in, now, the deconstruction of human agency and the promotion of human-non-
human agency, just when the field had seemed to settle on a much stronger account of 
(human) agency in the time-honoured structure-agency debate! 
But little of this has engaged with what has been going on in economics qua 
economics.  
One of the biggest problems we face is that economics as such is ill-equipped to deal 
with what is actually going on in what Lash and Urry called the culturisation of the economy 
today.  
Cultural economics, the established subdiscipline which is meant to deal with culture, 
is, relatively speaking, a dead zone in the discipline. Or should I say a “Zed” zone. It 
languishes in the dreaded category Z “Other Special Topics” in the Journal of Economic 
Literature’s official classification of economics research. And in the Australian 
classification of fields of research (FOR), there are 21 six digit codes in FOR1402 Applied 
Economics. Cultural economics is not one of them.  
Whenever I have introduced our very esteemed colleague David Throsby of 
Macquarie University as “Australia’s leading cultural economist”, he has responded that that 
is because he is Australia’s only cultural economist! He is close to being right. 
This is by no means to say that there isn’t very healthy debate in that subdiscipline. 
See if you can even pick up the vast doorstopper, co-edited by David Throsby, Handbook of 
the Economics of Art and Culture (Ginsburgh and Throsby 2006), at about 1400 pages. And 
that’s only Volume one! 
But it is ill equipped for our task because it deals mostly with market failure arguments 
for culture, and cannot help when it comes to the full import of the dynamics embodied in 
the phrase the culturisation of the economy. 
All this is happening as key figures in cultural studies such as Lawrence Grossberg (in 
Cultural Studies in the Future Tense) are claiming that “The apparent inability or 
unwillingness to criticize economics as useful knowledge from anything but a radically 
external position produces an extreme disconnection between socio-cultural criticism and 
the world of economics. Too often, the criticism of academic economics is founded on an 
imaginary summation, which is really a relative ignorance, of economics; in addition, the 
point from which such criticisms are offered is often not a theorized analysis of real 
economic complexities, but an imagined position of radical opposition, in which the only 
possible politics is defined by the moral project of overthrowing capitalism” (Grossberg 
2010: 107).  
And it is happening as significant ferment in economics is also occurring, with about 
20% of Nobel Prizes in Economics over the past 20 or so years being awarded to scholars 
outside the neoclassical paradigm. These include, for example, Elinor Ostrom who did such 
brilliant work disproving the “tragedy of the commons”, showing how human collective 
action can defeat individualism and statism in the management of natural resources. They 
also include four Nobels awarded to scholars in institutional economics, about which a bit 
more soon. It includes well known progressive public intellectuals Joseph Stiglitz and Paul 
Krugman.  
We need to get a handle on schools in economics which have had a greater influence 
on the modern critiques of the dominant neoclassical paradigm than neo Marxist political 
economy.  
For this reason, creative industries researchers, looking to engage with an economics 
that can tell us something about the dynamics and structures of change rather than the static 
equilibrium models used throughout neo-classical economics, have turned to heterodox 
models including institutional economics, evolutionary economics, and innovation 
economics. This, rather than revert to the political economy models that have been 
extensively critiqued within our field.  
They are interested in emerging markets for the same reason that the great Australian 
social democratic historian, political scientist and economist Hugh Stretton was interested in 
them: “wherever markets work as they should, especially where they work without 
generating undue inequalities of wealth or power, Left thinkers should value them as highly 
as any privatiser does. Indeed, more highly: the Left as such necessary tasks for government, 
and so much to lose from inefficient or oppressive bureaucracy, that it should economise 
bureaucracy every way it can” (1987: 27). (Stretton has written his own door-stopper 
economics textbook [Economics: A New Introduction, 852 pages] for those offended by the 
“right turn” to deregulation, privatisation and smaller government from the 1970s onwards). 
Institutional economics—as practised, for example, by Nobel prizewinner Douglass 
North—emphasises the embedded nature of markets. The transactional dynamics and critical 
public communication which occur in markets cannot be captured with econometric 
methods alone; they are entangled with the social, cultural and technical conditions that 
make them possible. Understanding the institutional conditions for the formation and 
maintenance of markets connects economics to complimentary disciplines in the social 
sciences and the humanities (history, for example) and reminds us that markets are not 
totalising blocks of supervening power but are contingent, variable and often fragile. They 
also where wealth is generated and it is through the mechanisms of which—for better or for 
worse—I daresay most students who pass through our classes will earn a living.  
Evolutionary economics offers a substantial alternative to neo Marxist political 
economy, and is based on a model of the effects, bad and good, of living under capitalism 
that is as dynamically conflictual as neo Marxism. This model is carried in the term 
“creative destruction”. 
Creative destruction, according to Wikipedia, is “a term originally derived from 
Marxist economic theory which refers to the linked processes of the accumulation and 
annihilation of wealth under capitalism” 
((http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Creative_destruction). The idea is powerful because it insists 
that “accumulation” (progress, greater good for the greater number, etc) and “annihilation” 
(business failure, environmental degradation, etc) are mutually constitutive forces. The term 
creative destruction has become virtually synonymous with the work of Austrian-American 
economist Joseph Schumpeter since his major prognostications on the future of capitalism, 
socialism, and democracy. 
Schumpeter, in 1942 in Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, argued that Marx had 
“no adequate theory of enterprise” and failed to “distinguish the entrepreneur from the 
capitalist” (quoted in quoted in Thomas K. McCraw 2007: 349). According to his recent 
biographer Thomas McCraw (2007), Schumpeter “told of capitalism in the way most people 
experience it: as consumer desires aroused by endless advertising; as forcible jolts up and 
down the social pecking order; as goals reached, shattered, altered, then reached once more 
as people try, try again”. He knew that “creative destruction fosters economic growth but 
also that it undercuts cherished human values”. Admirers of Schumpeter feel that he tells 
them what capitalism “really feels like” (McCraw 2007: 349, 6). 
Modern innovation economics places great stress on the insights of endogenous 
growth theory which holds that human capital plays a more significant role in economic 
growth than classic theories of finance capital, land and labour have allowed.  In endogenous 
growth theory, as developed by Nobel winner Kenneth Arrow, Paul Romer and others, 
“investment in human capital, innovation, knowledge and education are significant 
contributors to economic growth… growth in these models was due to indefinite investment 
in human capital which has spillover effects on the economy and reduces the diminishing 
return to capital accumulation” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Endogenous_growth_theory).  
This focus on human capital can be aligned strongly with cultural and media studies’ 
interests in the agency of consumers and citizens, without driving a wedge between these 
twinned roles. This goes to the question in innovation economics of “absorptive capacity”: 
critically trained, socially aware, sophisticated consumers who connect their buying habits 
with their identity as citizens, who play a critical role in “demanding” innovation and can 
cope with, respond to and absorb innovation. They can appropriate and adapt technologies 
and new knowledge to their own ends in sometimes surprising, unintended and innovative 
ways. This recognises increasing claims around user-led innovation and collaboration as 
essential to knowledge solutions, but also addresses key aspects of the role of the arts and 
humanities in refining the absorptive capacity of a society. 
These heterodox forms of economics, like cultural economics, don’t figure in the 
official JEL or FOR codes, at least in economics (they do appear in the Australian 
classifications for Business and Management), but they do constitute a fundamental 
reframing of the neo-classical orthodoxy and have been the basis for much research into 
innovation. Innovation research and policy is breaking out of its science-technology-
engineering- mathematics (STEM) straitjacket and is seeking to deal with the dynamics of 
change in society. That is where, I think, some creative industries researchers need to be. 
And possibly even some cultural studies researchers. 
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